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At the beginning of The Propaganda Society, Gerald Sussman states that, as a concept, propaganda “refers to highly organized
doctrinal texts communicated throughout the sound and visual
media in the service of state and corporate interests” (p. 1). This as-
sertion sets the tone for the rest of the text. Propaganda is not something exotic or
necessarily foreign—it is not the sole property of the former Soviet system of govern-
ment or the Third Reich—rather it is something we are exposed to on a daily basis
whether we recognize it or not. The exposure of the reliance of our own system of
social organization on propaganda as an organizing and stabilizing mechanism is a
crucial element in contemporary Cultural and Media Studies. With that in mind, this
book attempts to outline the different ways in which propaganda mechanisms per-
meate contemporary Western culture.
Sussman’s edited text presents current examples of propaganda and their rela-
tionship with contemporary Western culture. Media, public culture, global hegemony,
and the functioning of the state make up the primary sections of the book, while
Neoliberalism emerges as a unifying thread, discussed predominantly through
Chomsky and Hermann’s propaganda model. The amount of quantitative evidence
presented in each case is impressive and, though there is a clear ideological bias on
the part of the authors, they illustrate their points convincingly.
Though the anti-capitalist perspective might not technically qualify as a genre,
this book reads like many similar texts dedicated to outlining the horrors of neoliber-
alism. The proposed methods of rectifying the inequities outlined are comparable to
those espoused by Chomsky, Naomi Klein, and other left-leaning critics currently work-
ing in academic and journalistic circles. In a way, the book works as a supplement to
those previous arguments, updating them and adding a much-needed analysis of the
2008/2009 financial collapse to larger narratives of globalization and neoliberal gov-
ernmental politics.
The stated purpose of the book is the exposure of propaganda’s role in the neolib-
eral approach to governance. By segmenting the text into the four categories—
“Propaganda in the Media,” “Propaganda in Public Culture,” “Propaganda For Global
Hegemony,” and “Propaganda and the State”—Sussman attempts to illustrate the
ubiquity of propaganda so as to underline neoliberalism’s fundamental dependency
on it. Each chapter offers a cross-section of how it is that propagandistic systems soak
into the fibers of cultural systems and naturalize messages, intents, and perspectives.
Sussman leaves no doubt as to how things like a corporation’s legal status as a person
or the absolute necessity of bailing out failing banks and insurance companies come
to be accepted without argument.
All of this is, of course, important to discuss. It is certainly timely considering the
current status of the global economy and the very real threat of economic collapse for
large sections of Europe. The logical question once this realization is made, however,
Reviews
is what would be the best way to go about investigating the problem—this is where
the lingering questions related to The Propaganda Society kick in. In the end, it is diffi-
cult to shake the impression that, apart from some useful quantitative data that can
be added to the existing accounts on the subject, there is not really much new ground
being broken here. The text rehashes established linkages between media systems and
governing bodies and points out the mechanisms that allow those two entities to serve
one another. Most of these linkages have been explored already by other scholars, and
the exploration of “Cause Marketing as Commercial Propaganda” (Chapter 8), or
“Social Networks as Colossal Marketing Machines” (Chapter 5), to name but two ex-
amples, do not really add any new information to the debate.
Though the chapters included in this text are, for the most part, well-researched
and well-written, the arguments made and the information offered as evidence are fa-
miliar and would benefit from more abstract engagement. The reader is left wishing
that there were more theoretical input—that there were some philosophical approach
that was not reducible to, “capitalism is bad, propaganda is generally bad, and the two
working together are eroding our political and social systems.” A more substantial
usage of critical theory would offer more than the predictable siren-call at the end of
the text to restrain the government’s involvement with the financial and commercial
systems and a plea for the elevation of labor.
Overall, the text appears to follow a perspective of cause-and-effect. The use
of historical information is intended to demonstrate the ways in which propaganda
filters through our media and governmental apparatuses and, to a limited extent,
through our social interactions as well. The vast majority of the claims made are
demonstrably true along this line of reasoning, but the lack of real theoretical in-
vestigation leaves the “why” of the matter unresolved. Granted, the approach be-
hind the text is clearly one more aligned with exposure rather than deep analysis,
and a deeper theoretical approach might have taken away from the overall weight
of the quantitative data presented.
The clear intent of this text is one of advocacy. In truth, it would work beautifully
as a mechanism for opening undergraduate student’s eyes to the pervasiveness of prop-
aganda in Western culture. The clarity of presentation along with the contemporary
examples and perspectives would speak to an uninitiated (and perhaps initially disin-
terested) audience in a compelling way. The breadth of case studies, as well, would
allow for a greater cross-section of students to find an argument they find personally
compelling and would catapult them into more intense study of the subject matter.
The Propaganda Society works as an introduction to the contemporary study of
propaganda. Those who are searching for a deeper theoretical investigation into how
something like propaganda works in Western culture, or how it functions as a compo-
nent of media culture in general, will not find what they are looking for here. Those
who are looking for a substantive text that might open the minds of new entrants to
critical and cultural theory, however, will find a powerful teaching tool.
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